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© Computer software protection. 

© A master copy 6 of a software file has within it a 
predetermined block of data 8. When a copy of the 
file is made that block of data within the copy file is 
located and overwritten with data identifying the 
copy file 12. When an unauthorised copy file is 
found the data identifying the copy file can be read 



and the source of the unauthorised copy may be 
traced. The invention is particularly suited to use 
with software distribution over a computer network in 
which details such as the time the copy file was 
made and the name of the authorised user can be 
embedded within the copy file. 
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This invention relates to the field of computer 
software protection. More particularly, this invention 
relates to combating the making of unauthorised 
copies of software. 

Computer software whether in the form of com- 
puter programs or data files is a valuable asset. 
Much expense is involved in the production of such 
software and yet software is particularly vulnerable 
to theft. It is possible to make a copy of a piece of 
computer software in a matter of seconds using 
standard computer equipment and an appropriate 
medium such as a blank floppy disk. Having made 
a copy the original is completely intact and the 
unauthorised copy may be used by the thief with- 
out any payment to the software owner. 

A large number of techniques have been pro- 
posed to combat the making of such unauthorised 
copies. Typically these techniques concentrate on 
the prevention of the production of a working 
copies of the software, e.g. by encryption, pass- 
words or physical devices needed to enable use of 
the software. Examples of such techniques are 
described in British Published Patent Application 
No. 2154769, European Published Patent Applica- 
tion No. 302710, European Published Patent Ap- 
plication No. 67998 and International Published 
Patent Application No. WO 85/02310. Such tech- 
niques result in increased complexity and whilst 
offering a degree of protection are, in common with 
most forms of security, open to defeat by appro- 
priate countermeasures. New security measures, 
particularly ones that can be simply and cheaply 
implemented, are desirable in trying to counteract 
unauthorised copying. 

Viewed from one aspect the present invention 
provides a method of producing a copy file from a 
master file in a data processing system charac- 
terised by searching to locate a predetermined 
block of data within said copy file, and overwriting 
said predetermined block of data with data identify- 
ing said copy file. 

The invention provides a technique whereby 
each copy of the software produced has data within 
it identifying that copy. If that copy is itself copied 
then the identifying information will be carried over 
into the unauthorised copy. If an unauthorised copy 
is discovered then the source of the unauthorised 
copy may be identified. The way in which this 
marking is carried out, by searching the master file 
or the master file for a block of data set aside for 
overwriting with the data identifying the copy file, is 
particularly easy to implement within standard 
computer hardware. There is no need for special 
purpose devices which bring with them increased 
complexity and expense. The data identifying the 
copy file may be written into the copy file with the 
same hardware that is copying over the rest of the 
master file. Furthermore, since the predetermined 



block of data may be positioned anywhere within 
the master and copy files it is difficult for an 
unauthorised copier to identify and remove the data 
identifying the copy file. Another advantage of the 

5 system is that a software file may be produced by 
a software vendor to include the predetermined 
block of data but use of that file will not require use 
of the technique of the invention. Accordingly, the 
same software file can be used in systems which 

10 do or do not implement the invention. The particu- 
lar combination of elements comprising the inven- 
tion provides a security technique which is surpris- 
ingly simple to implement and effective in use. 
It will be seen that the invention is applicable 

75 wherever copies of software files are being pro- 
duced, e.g. a single computer copying files onto 
floppy disks for distribution and sale. However, the 
invention is particularly applicable when said mas- 
ter file is stored on a first data processing system 

20 and said copy file is transmitted to a second data 
processing system. Such computer networks are 
becoming ever more common and bring with them 
a convenient way of distributing and maintaining 
software files. The invention is particularly suited 

25 for use in such networks since it is a relatively 
simple matter to add to the system the extra steps 
necessary to ensure that every copy of a software 
file distributed by the system may subsequently be 
uniquely identified. The data identifying the copy 

30 file could be added to the copy file either before or 
after transmission. Furthermore, producers of soft- 
ware files can include within them the necessary 
predetermined block of data which can be used to 
mark files distributed within the network and yet if 

35 desired the same version of the software file can 
be copied and distributed by conventional tech- 
niques without using the invention. 

It will be appreciated that the data identifying 
the copy file could take many forms, e.g. it could 

40 be a serial number for that copy file with a central 
list held elsewhere giving further details of the copy 
file having each serial number. However, in pre- 
ferred embodiments of the invention said data 
identifying said copy file includes one or more 

45 items of data identifying the time at which said 
copy file was made, the authorised user of said 
copy file, said first data processing system and/or 
said second data processing system. 

Since the block of data to be overwritten may 

so be positioned anywhere within the copy file a prob- 
lem arises as to how to find the data identifying the 
copy file once it has been introduced. Accordingly, 
in preferred embodiments of the invention said 
data identifying said copy file includes a portion 

55 common to differing copy files so as to assist in 
detection of the location of said data identifying 
said copy file from within said copy file. A copy file 
may then be searched for the portion marking the 
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location of the data identifying the copy file when it 
is desired to recover that data. 

A further feature of preferred embodiments of 
the invention which enhances their security is that 
the data identifying said copy file is encrypted. 
This renders less likely the possibility that a person 
browsing through the copy file would be able to 
recognise the data identifying the copy file. As a 
further safeguard against tampering the data iden- 
tifying the copy file may include a checksum such 
that when the data identifying the copy file is 
recovered it can be checked against the checksum 
to indicated whether it has undergone unauthorised 
alteration. 

Viewed from a second aspect the invention 
provides a method of identifying a particular copy 
file produced in accordance with the above charac- 
terised by searching said copy file to locate said 
data identifying said copy file and reading said 
data identifying said copy file. This is the com- 
plementary side to the first aspect of the invention 
in which data identifying the copy file was written 
into the copy file. This aspect relates to the reading 
of that data once it has been inserted. 

Viewed from a third aspect the invention pro- 
vides a master file having a predetermined block of 
data adapted to be overwritten with data identifying 
a copy file produced from said master file in accor- 
dance with the above. 

Viewed from a fourth aspect the invention pro- 
vides a data processing system for producing a 
copy file from a master file characterised by means 
for searching to locate a predetermined block of 
data within said master file, and means for over- 
writing said predetermined block of data with data 
identifying said copy file. 

Viewed from a fifth aspect the invention pro- 
vides a data processing system for identifying a 
particular copy file produced in accordance with 
the above characterised by means for searching 
said copy file to locate said data identifying said 
copy file, and means for reading said data identify- 
ing said copy file. 

A embodiment of the invention will now be 
described, by way of example only, with reference 
to the accompanying drawings in which: 

Figure 1 schematically illustrates the form of the 
master and copy files. 

Figure 2 illustrates a network computer system 

which may embody the invention. 
Figure 1 show a master file 6 stored within a 
first data processing system 2. The master file 6 
has embedded somewhere within it a predeter- 
mined block of data 8. The block 8 does not play 
any part in the function of the software of the 
master file itself, rather its function is to provide a 
locatable space within the master file in which data 
identifying a copy file may be written. The block 



contains a predetermined sequence of code, in this 
example represented by 'AAAAAA'. 

A copy of the master file is then transmitted to 
the second processor 4 which stored that copy file 

5 10. The block 8 is copied with the rest of the 
master file 6 and so the copy file also contains a 
block 8 in the same position in the copy file 10 as 
the block 8 was within the master file 6. 

The second processor 2 then searched through 

jo the copy file 10 to locate the block 8. It does this 
by looking for the occurrence of the sequence 
'AAAAAA'. Once the block 8 has been located it is 
partially overwritten with the data identifying the 
copy file 12. This may comprise the name of the 

75 authorised user 16 for that copy file and a check- 
sum 18. A portion 14 of the original sequence it left 
unaltered. This portion 14 will be common to a 
copy files and so enables the data identifying the 
copy file 12 to be located. Alternatively, a new 

20 sequence could be written into portion 14 for the 
purpose of enabling the data identifying the copy 
file to be located. Alternatively, a new sequence 
could be written into portion 14 for the purpose of 
enabling the data identifying the copy file 12 to be 

25 located. 

The name could be the userid associated with 
the second processor or it could be the name of 
the user supplied to the second processor when it 
was initialised. The data identifying the copy file 12 

30 may also comprise an identifier for the first proces- 
sor, the second processor, and/or the time. Such 
data is commonly available within data processing 
networks. The checksum is performed on the data 
identifying the copy file 12 and the result added to 

35 the data 1 2. If the data identifying the copy file 1 2 
is altered then the checksum will no longer be 
valid. This may be used to help identify attempts to 
tamper with the protection mechanism of the inven- 
tion. The data 12 will also be encrypted in accor- 

40 dance with one on the well known algorithms such 
as those discussed in the book 'Security for Com- 
puter Networks' by D.W. Davies and W.L. Price, 
published by Wiley. 

Having uniquely identified the copy file 10, this 

45 can then be released for use in the second proces- 
sor 4. Any unauthorised copy made of the copy file 
10 will carry with it the data identifying the copy file 
10 from which it was made so that the source of 
the unauthorised copy may be subsequently 

50 traced. 

The steps involved in this implementation of 
the invention are: 

1 . Transmit a copy of a master file from a first 
processor to a second processor. 

55 2. The second processor searches through the 
received copy file to locate the predetermined 
block of data. 

3. The second processor overwrites the pre- 
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determined block of data with data identifying 

that copy of the master file. 

4. Release the copy file for use by the second 

processor. 

Figure 2 illustrates a computer network of the 
type in which the invention may be implemented. 
The first processor 2 is a mainframe computer 20 
with terminals 22 connected over a telecommunica- 
tions link to a second processor 4 comprising a 
workstation 24 such as a personal computer. Soft- 
ware within the host processor 20 and workstation 
24 controls the operation of the invention. The 
CPUs within the host and workstation under the 
control of appropriate software function as the 
means for carrying out the various functions re- 
quired in operation of the invention. 

The software to implement the invention can 
be written in any of the well known computer 
languages and, having described the function the 
software is to control, the writing of the software 
will be a matter of routine to those skilled in the art. 
It will also be appreciated that whilst the above has 
described a software embodiment of the invention 
it is theoretically possible to implement any soft- 
ware within hardwired logic and accordingly the 
marking of computer software files in the manner 
discussed could be carried out under the control of 
hardwired logic. 

Claims 



copy files. 

6. A method as claimed in any preceding claim, 
wherein said data identifying said copy file 

5 includes a checksum (18) of said data identify- 

ing said copy file. 

7. A method as claimed in any preceding claim, 
wherein said data identifying said copy file is 

70 encrypted. 

8. A method of identifying a copy file produced in 
accordance with the method as claimed in any 
preceding claim characterised by searching 

75 said copy file to locate said data identifying 
said copy file and reading said data identifying 
said copy file. 

9. A master file having a predetermined block of 
20 data adapted to be overwritten in accordance 

with the method as claimed in any of claims 1 
to 7. 

10. A data processing system for producing a 
25 copy file from a master file characterised by 

means for searching to locate a predetermined 
block of data within said master file, and 
means for overwriting said predetermined 
block of data with data identifying said copy 
30 file. 



1. A method of producing a copy file (10) from a 
master file (6) in a data processing system (2, 
4) characterised by searching to locate a pre- 
determined block of data (8) within said copy 35 
file, and overwriting said predetermined block 

of data with data identifying said copy file (12). 

2. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said 
master file is stored on a first data processing 40 
system (2) and said copy file is transmitted to 

a second data processing system (4). 



11. A data processing system for identifying a 
copy file produced in accordance with the 
method as claimed in any of claims 1 to 7 
characterised by means for searching said 
copy file to locate said data identifying said 
copy file, and means for reading said data 
identifying said copy file. 



3. A method as claimed in claim 2, wherein said 
data identifying said copy file includes one or 45 
more of data identifying said first data process- 
ing system and data identifying said second 
data processing system. 

4. A method as claimed in any of claims 1, 2, or 50 
3, wherein said data identifying said copy file 
includes one or more of data identifying the 
time at which said copy file was made and the 
authorised user of said copy file. 

55 

5. A method as claimed in any preceding claim, 
wherein said data identifying said copy file 
includes a portion (14) common to differing 
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